Background. Today, all the fields, including science, business, industry, and sports, are influenced by the profound and sustained changes. New rules arise every day; organizations, especially sports clubs, are in an endless struggle to gain competitive advantage in the battle for survival and power stealth. The main function of competitive advantage is to guarantee the survival of organizations, so that they can succeed in their path to developments. Objectives. This study is a field research aimed to model the competitive advantage of Iranian Soccer Clubs based on the team reputation considering the satisfaction level of fans. Methods. The statistical population of the study included the fans of the teams of Iranian Premier League (2017League ( -2018, among which 384 fans were selected as the sample. The measurement tool included the questionnaires of the public relations, brand image and identity, satisfaction, team reputation, and competitive advantage. Validity and reliability of the questionnaires were confirmed by experts using the Fuzzy Delphi Method (FDM) and Cronbach's alpha test. The descriptive statistical tests including the central tendency, dispersion, and inferential statistics (the structural equation test) were used for data analysis. SPSS software version 19 was used for the descriptive analysis and LISREL software for the analysis of the structural equation modeling. Results. The variables of public relations, brand identity, and brand image have a positive and significant effect on the team reputation. Also, satisfaction level of fans has a positive and significant effect on the competitive advantage of soccer clubs. Conclusion. The findings confirmed the significance of the conceptual model of the research. However, more studies should be conducted to identify other dimensions influencing the competitive advantage of teams.
INTRODUCTION
In order to dominate their power on the market, organizations seek to use new rules before their competitors. There is an endless competition for gaining the competitive advantage. Hence, the first and most important function of the competitive advantage is to ensure the survival of organizations (1) . In 1965, Alderson stated that companies should look for features that can distinguish them from other competitors (2) . Competitive advantage means that a company can produce goods or services that are more valuable from the customers̓ point of view he compared to the goods and services provided by other competitors. Organizations can achieve quality in a variety of ways, which is one of the factors influencing the competitive advantage (3) . There is a competitive advantage in both tangible and intangible resources, where organizational reputation is one of the key factors influencing the intangible competitive advantage in organizations, teams, or sports clubs.
Researchers have introduced some theories about the organizational reputation, which are used as a framework for the organizational reputation (4) . Fumberan considers organizational reputation as a combination of four attributes of credibility, trust, trusteeship, and responsibility (5) . Since reputation is an intangible asset which guarantees the survival of an organization, it has attracted the interest of many researchers in recent years (6) . Reputation is a key goal in the sports industry, and therefore, sports organizations tend to work hard to increase their reputation (7) . Jang and Chan (2015) presented 6 dimensions including team performance, traditions governing the team, social responsibility, fan-centeredness, managerial quality, and financial health of the team for the reputation of sports teams. Several factors have been identified as the relevant and influential factors influencing the reputation of sports teams, including the public relations of sports organizations, brand identity and brand image of the team (8) . Regarding the organizational reputation, public relations includes the two dimensions of the activities on the social relations and media relations (9) . Media plays a significant role in creating brand and organizational reputation for the sports organizations and clubs (10) . Carvalho (2004) argued that successful organizations had a good performance in public relations and extensive communication with the stakeholders (11) . Also, Courtright and Smudde showed that the use of communications and perceptions plays an important role in creating innovation to improve the reputation management (12) .
Bround (2006) states that studies on brand identity and brand image include the two organizational and individual levels; the goal of the individual level is to know about the opinions of stakeholders about an organization (13) . Brand identity and image are closely related to the organizational reputation and therefore, they are sometimes considered the same and this can be confusing. The definition of reputation depends on the way that other key elements, such as the brand identity and image are defined; reputation is often considered synonymous with the image (12) . Tracey (2014) identified some of the obvious constraints on corporate reputation; among these is the confusion and contradiction in the concept of reputation and its close relationship with some of other subjects, including the brand image and identity (14) . The brand identity is the image of a brand that a company wants to possess, which is the ideal image of a favorable brand (15) . The starting point of the corporate reputation is the corporate identity which reflects a company's characteristics which are in turn reflected in the domestic culture and corporate values. Carvalho (2004) stated that the image of an organization or a sports club is created through the experiences gained by the provided products or services and the messages sent by this organization, while the reputation of organizations will be created through the behavior of managers and public relations (11) .
Brand image is the first word or image that comes to the customers' mind immediately after hearing the brands̓ name. The aim of focusing on the brand image is to ensure that consumers have a proper attitude towards the brand. Researchers believe that the higher level of brand reputation is more likely to lead to a higher satisfaction level and brand loyalty (15) . The findings of Courtright and Smudde (2009) indicated that there is a relationship between the public relations and message content and the brand identity and image to enhance the organizational reputation. Hence, the image that audiences have from a corporation' brand should be upgraded (12) . In order to enhance the reputation and brand image, football clubs are trying to promote their cultural, social, and economic status (16) . Football has become a big industry and business rather than a way of entertainment; it is not just about winning and losing in a game, but it also is a ground for making money. Hence, attracting a powerful financial investor or a new sponsorship contract by sports club is sometimes of great importance. A review of the literature indicates the importance of the fame and reputation of organizations and sports clubs for gaining the competitive advantage and profitability. A review of previous studies also shows that there is no comprehensive research investigating the variables that influence the competitive advantage, and each of them has investigated one of these variables. Given the multiplicity of factors influencing the competitive advantage, it is necessary to have a more comprehensive view of them. Therefore, the conceptual model of this study attempts to investigate the causal relationships between the variables influencing the competitive advantage comprehensively. In this model, the components of public relations, brand identity and image, team reputation, and fans̓ satisfaction are considered as the independent variables influencing the competitive advantage of Iranian soccer clubs which are studied in this study ( Figure 1 ).
Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Research

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Research Design. The present study is an applied, descriptive-correlative research in which the field data collection method was applied. In order to analyze the collected data, measures of central tendency and dispersion were used in the descriptive statistics section, and the Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests were used in the inferential section to investigate the distribution status of the data, confirmatory factor analysis and structural equations were used for the stabilization of the assumed variables and the discovery of latent variables. It should be noted that all research hypotheses were studied at the significance level of 0.05 using the statistical software of SPSS V.19 and LISREL software.
Participants. The statistical population of this study included the two groups. The first group comprised of all managers and experts in the field of strategic management, organizational reputation, and sports management in Iran. After a review of the literature, 100 people were identified among those who had activity in academic research including publishing papers, books or authentic manuscripts in the abovementioned fields. Then, 60 experts were invited to participate in the two-step Delphi method, and 25 of them were entered into the Delphi phase. The purposive sampling method was applied in the Delphi phase. The second group consisted of the fans of some teams in Iran's Premier League (2017-2018). The fans were selected among the fans of teams such as Persepolis, Esteghlal, Tractor, Sepahan, Zobahan, and some of other teams. The sample size included 384 individuals based on Morgan's Table. Instrumentation: The measurement tools consisted of the modified questionnaires of team reputation (based on the standard questionnaires of the organizational reputation developed by Fumberan and Venrill (2003)), competitive advantage (based on the standard questionnaire of competitive advantage developed by Hill and Jones (2014) (17, 18) ), and the researcher-made questionnaires of public relations, brand image, brand identity, and satisfaction, which were confirmed by the experts in the two stages of Delphi. The final questionnaires of the study included the demographic questionnaire, the team-reputation questionnaire (including the 6 dimensions of performance, governing traditions, social responsibility, fancenteredness, management quality, and financial health with 18 items), the competitive advantage questionnaire (including the 5 dimensions of efficiency, quality, innovation, responsiveness, and support of fans with 33 items), the public relations questionnaire (including the two dimensions of media relations and social relations with 8 items), and the questionnaires of brand image (3 items), brand identity (4 items), and satisfaction (14 items).
Validity and Reliability of the Tools: The content and face validity of the questionnaires was confirmed by a survey of 25 experts using the Delphi method. The assumption of consensus among experts about each component was to achieve a minimum score of 0.7 for that component. Also, the internal consistency reliability of questionnaires through Cronbach's alpha test was as follows: public relations: 0.80, brand image: 0.85, brand identity: 0.85, team reputation: 0.95, competitive advantage: 0.96, and fans' satisfaction: 0.94.
RESULTS
The descriptive findings showed that 25.5% of participants were female and 74.5% were male. In terms of age, 13.5% were below 20 years old, 46.5% were between 20-30years old, 12.5% were between 31-40years old, 4.4% were above 41years old, and 23.1% of them did not answer to this question. 70.4% of the participants were single and 29.6% were married. Regarding the educational level, 29.1% of them had a diploma, 14% of them had an undergraduate degree, 39.2% had a bachelor's degree, 16.1% had a master's degree, and 1.6% had a Ph.D. degree. Regarding the support of sports teams by the respondents, 37.4% of the participants were fans of Esteghlal, 54.5% were fans of Persepolis, 3.4% were fans of Tractor, 2.3% were fans of Sepahan, 1% was fan of Zobahan, and 1.3% of them were fans of other teams. Also, the way participants follow the matches of their favorite teams was as follows: 88.1% was through watching television, 4.2% was through attendance in the stadium, 6% was through surfing on the Internet, and 1.8% was through listening to the radio.
The results of investigating the conceptual model of the study and the relationship between the variables in the model are presented in the two modes of coefficients of significance and standard path coefficients which are shown in Fig. 2 and Tables 1 and 2 .
Based on the results of Figure 2 , the coefficients related to the relationship between each of the variables in the conceptual model are presented.
Based on the results presented in Table 1 , all indicators are in a very favorable and satisfactory level and this indicates a suitable fitness of the model of the study. Therefore, the conceptual model of the research is confirmed based on the structural equation modeling. The coefficients related to the causal relationship of the variables of the model are presented in Table 2 .
Based on the results of Table 2 , there is a significant causal relationship between the various variables of the model including the public relations, brand identity and image and the team reputation; the reputation and satisfaction; satisfaction and competitive advantage; and reputation and competitive advantage. The abovementioned study is the closest research to the present study, which explicitly confirms the relationship between the components of public relations (including the media and social relations) and the corporate reputation management. From Carvalho's point of view, the content of the produced message and its representation in both media and society plays a key and vital role in the organization (11) . Hence, football clubs (as companies providing services) should also be sensitive about the content of messages they publish in the community and media and deal with this issue in a professional manner, so that to enhance the club reputation as well as to prevent undesirable messages which may undermine the club reputation. This means that individuals who are employed in the positions of public relations should be welltrained and possess necessary communication skills in dealing with the media and target groups in order to adopt appropriate communication strategies for each type of strategy. In addition, according to Courtright and Smudde (2009) , there is a relationship between the public relations and content of the message and the concepts of brand identity and image to enhance the reputation of the organization. In the process of producing and distributing the content of messages to the fans of football clubs, brand identity and image should be enhanced and damaging to them should be prevented (12) .
The findings also suggest that the team's brand identity and image have a positive and significant effect on the team reputation, which can ultimately lead to the competitive advantage. In this regard, Amis (2003) , investigated the ways of using sports in the management and development of intangiable resources such as the brand image and reputation, showed that they are two key factors in the development of competitive advantage. Using the qulitative data collected from different sources, including the interviews, videos, documents, internal lectures, electronic media, the press, and various scientific publications, he introduces sports as a business which can play an important role in the development of the image and reputation of different organizations through the direct sponsorship, advertising, and business promotion techniques (19) . The above-mentioned contents indicate the importance regarding paying attention to the achievement of team reputation by the management of sports organizations; this can be achieved through the development of brand identity and image of sports teams in order to gain reputation and competitive advantage. Another finding of the present study is the relationship between the team reputation and the satisfaction of fans and gaining competitive advantage. Lack of team reputation undermines the sense of fans' belonging to the club and reduces their satisfaction level, club support, and commitment to the club's values and goals. Therefore, lack of team reputation can bring about dissatisfaction of fans and the loss of competitive advantage for the club, and ultimately, this may threaten the existence of a sports organization in a dynamic and competitive environment. The increasing awareness regarding the importance of the team reputation management and obtaining fans̓ satisfaction is of great importance for the directors and managers of teams and sports clubs in order to pave the way for gaining competitive advantage. Witzig (2011) showed that there is a significant relationship between the social responsibility (as one of the components of reputation) of sports teams and the fans̓ satisfaction and gaining competitive advantage, and this issue should not be neglected by the managers of football clubs. It seems that it is possible to consider this issue through the benevolent games and observance of environmental issues and other matters (20) . Anderson and Sullivan (1993) claimed that the higher level of customers̓ satisfaction brings a positive reputation, and in this case, reputation is considered as one of the consequences of satisfaction. They found that reputation is positively correlated with the satisfaction and loyalty. Therefore, in order to gain competitive advantage, more attention should be paid to the satisfaction level of the fans through considering the team reputation (21) .
Although the present study introduced the fans̓ satisfaction as a mediator variable in gaining the competitive advantage, there are various studies investigated the effect of club reputation components on the competitive advantage, each of which reflected just a part of this relationship. Among these components are the performance (Zhang, (14, 22, 26) . Furthermore, Jang and Chan (2015) argued that reputation directly and indirectly influences customer variables such as the trust, satisfaction, verbal behavior, and loyalty (8) . Although many companies consider the needs of their customers, few of them pay attention to their customers' satisfaction in the sales units exclusively, while many sales units focus on the reduction of costs.
Companies which are customer-oriented in practice try to place customers̓ satisfaction in the top priority of all of their units. For such companies, the provision of services that are subject to consumer judgment is of great importance, and therefore, customer feedback plays an important role in these organizations. Therefore, in order to achieve a competitive advantage through the customers̓ satisfaction, it is important for an organization to be aware of the factors influencing customers̓ satisfaction (27) . The findings of the present study are consistent with the study conducted by Helm, indicated the role of reputation, and of course its components, leading to the customer loyalty as a strategic competitive advantage (28) . It should be noted that the success and competitive advantage of soccer clubs can be achieved through the fans̓ satisfaction and reputation of sports teams, and reputation can be considered as a factor predicting the competitive advantage (29) . In other words, reputation of a team or a soccer club can lead to the competitive advantage of this club among other clubs. Therefore, managers of football clubs should act like other well-known organizations, investing in this intangible and non-copyrighted section in order to be more successful in obtaining the competitive advantage through the team reputation (30) .
CONCLUSION
The results of the structural equation model indicate an effective and acceptable effect of team reputation on the competitive advantage; this shows that the attention of the football clubs to the improvement and increasing the team reputation, through increasing the fans̓ satisfaction, can have a positive effect on the competitive advantage of clubs. Acquiring team reputation and increasing it requires considering the variables of public relations, brand identity, and brand image; since these variables have a direct effect on the team reputation. Lack of attention to public relations results in the reduced influence and reputation of sports teams at the community level and this has a negative effect on the reputation of teams and leads to a decrease in the satisfaction level of fans. As, based on the results of this study, since fans̓ satisfaction is an effective factor leading to the increase in the competitive advantage, football clubs should focus on increasing the satisfaction level of fans. It seems that football clubs should have a more comprehensive view of the variables influencing their competitive advantage, and consider all aspects of competitive advantage at the same time. Mere consideration of one aspect may hinder attention to other influential aspects, and ultimately this reduces the competitive advantage of the club. In case of explaining the competitive advantage model of the football clubs, the lack of access to the fans of all teams was one of the limitations of this research and therefore, it is suggested to include the fans of all football teams in the Premier League for the future studies.
